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On June 1, Bolivians went to the polls to elect a president, vice president, and congressional
representatives. Former dictator Hugo Banzer Suarez (1971-1978) of the Accion Democratica
Nacionalista (ADN) came in first among the 10 presidential candidates. According to Bolivian law, if
no candidate takes more than 50% of the vote, Congress chooses the president from between the two
top vote-getters. To guarantee backing by Congress, Banzer quickly worked out an alliance with two
other parties, which should ensure the congressional nod in August.
Voting is obligatory in Bolivia, and about 70% of the 3.2 million eligible voters went to the polls.
According to the still unofficial results, Banzer took 22.3% of the valid votes; Juan Carlos Duran of
the governing Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario (MNR) received 17.7%; former president
Jaime Paz Zamora of the Movimiento de la Izquierda Revolucionaria (MIR), 16.7%; populist Ivo
Kuljis of the Unidad Civica Solidaridad (UCS), 15.9%; and the nation's first woman candidate as well
as the first Aymara candidate, Remedios Loza, of Conciencia de Patria (CONDEPA), received about
15.7% (see NotiSur, 05/30/97). The new president will assume office Aug. 6 for a five-year term.

Banzer returns to power after fifth try at ballot box
This was the 71-year-old Banzer's fifth bid to return to power through elections, and his victory
marks the first time in Latin America's history that a former dictator has been democratically elected
(see NotiSur, 12/11/91). The retired general seized power in a rightist military coup in 1971 and was
overthrown in another military coup in 1978. He is accused of brutally suppressing tin miners and
church workers while in office, reportedly with the help of Nazi Klaus Barbie, who received Bolivian
citizenship in 1957.
After he was overthrown in 1978, Banzer formed the ADN and has been a major player in Bolivian
politics ever since. Banzer won the popular vote in presidential elections in 1985, but Congress gave
the presidency to Victor Paz Estenssoro, who had come in third. He has worked consistently and
with considerable success to overcome his image of authoritarian dictator, forming alliances and
working within the electoral system. However, during this year's campaign, human rights groups
and Banzer's political opponents charged that under his regime 14,750 people were arrested for
political reasons, 19,140 went into exile, and more than 200 were killed.

Pledge to soften neoliberal policies is key to victory
In the campaign, Banzer repeated his slogan of "bread, housing, and jobs." While many remember
the violence of his regime, others remember it as a time of economic growth. And, voters under
30 roughly 40% of the total are too young to remember the 1970s Banzer. Despite the history of
repression during Banzer's rule, voters rallied behind him in large part because of his campaign
pledge to devote more resources to the poor. Most observers agreed that Banzer came out on top by
concentrating his campaign on the negative effects of President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada's free©2011 The University of New Mexico,
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market reforms, especially the privatization program. "Riches have become concentrated at the top
of the social pyramid," Banzer said in an interview with Reuter news agency. While Banzer endorses
neoliberal reform, he appears to have listened to the growing frustrations of Bolivians who complain
that privatization of the railways, telephones, and public services has resulted in skyrocketing rates
that are now beyond the reach of many, especially the 70% of Bolivians who live below the poverty
line.
Banzer has promised to try to end private-firm monopolies and "humanize" the economy. "People
feel that, because of the monopolies, privatization has hurt rather than benefitted them," said
Chamber of Industries general manager Carlos Alberto Lopez. Former Central Bank president
Armando Mendez said people in the street, and in the business community, endorse Banzer's plans
to review the privatization contracts and to give better access to education, credit, and jobs to poor
Bolivians. Nearly 40% of the population is illiterate. Banzer says soft-term credit and training should
reduce the number of unemployed, which now stands at 1.9 million. Many of those without steady
jobs are indigenous Bolivians who left their rural homes for the cities where they try to earn a living
in the informal economy, often as street vendors.
While Banzer's opponent, MNR candidate Duran, had the backing of President Gonzalo Sanchez
de Lozada, he also had the burden of being seen as the representative of Sanchez de Lozada's
unpopular economic policies. Duran has 15 years of parliamentary experience and climbed slowly
through the MNR ranks. Third-place contender Paz Zamora of the MIR was accused during the
campaign of having links to drug trafficking. The former president (1989-1993) has been barred
since January 1996 from entering the US because of his alleged drug links (see NotiSur, 02/09/96). In
the 1989 election, Paz Zamora came in third. However, the surprising alliance with Banzer on that
occasion gave him the congressional support needed to become president.

Alliance among rival parties ensures Banzer's presidency
Now Banzer and Paz Zamora have again joined forces, this time to ensure the presidency for the
former dictator. Also joining the pact is the UCS. In announcing the "Compromiso por Bolivia"
coalition on June 4, Banzer said it "remains open and other political groups would be welcomed,"
referring to the CONDEPA movement, which has not yet decided whether it will join the alliance.
Banzer told the cheering crowd that his government will fight corruption, poverty, drug trafficking,
and injustice. "Bolivians should live in peace and prosperity," he said. "I dedicate myself to serve the
country and fight for social justice."
After learning of the pact that essentially eliminates his chance for the presidency, MNR candidate
Duran said his party is willing to assume the role of opposition party, but he added that he was not
relinquishing his right to lobby Congress to choose him in the August election.
In the election of congressional delegates, the unofficial count gave Banzer's ADN at least 46
senators and deputies; the MIR, 29; the UCS, 23; and CONDEPA, 20. Duran's MNR is expected to
have 31 seats. The Bolivian Congress has 157 members 27 senators and 130 deputies and the election
of the president in a joint session requires the support of 79 members. Among those elected to
Congress was Evo Morales, head of the organized coca growers who has led the fight against the
Sanchez de Lozada administration's repressive anti-drug policies, particularly forced eradication of
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coca fields (see NotiSur, 09/23/94, 04/28/95, 08/30/96). Morales said he will not support the candidacy
of Banzer. "There are still Bolivians who have ethics and principles," said Morales. "We will not
support an ex- dictator." [Sources: Agence France-Presse, 5/24/97, 05/31/97; Notimex, 06/01/97;
Reuter, 05/30/97, 06/02/97; Miami Herald, United Press International, Washington Post, 06/02/97;
Spanish news service EFE, 06/01/97, 06/02/97, 06/04/97; Associated Press, 06/02/97, 06/03/97,
06/05/97; Los Tiempos (Bolivia), 06/03/97, 06/05/97]
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